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UM IMPROVING WEB ACCESS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
MISSOULA The University of Montana has steadily improved physical access for people with
disabilities. Now the University is expanding those efforts by improving access to UM’s more
than 300 Web sites and online resources.
UM Associate Vice President for Technology Ray Ford has appointed Nick Baker, an
eight-year UM employee with computer skills, to spearhead the project. Baker will work with
UM Web providers and UM Computing and Information Services to implement the program.
“Elevators and ramps are important,” Baker said, “but making UM’s Web sites and
online information accessible is cheaper than building an elevator, and it puts an incredible
amount of UM’s information where people with disabilities on campus and around the world
can easily get it.”
In his temporary three-month assignment, Baker will develop resources, tools, training,
procedures and standards to make UM Web sites as accessible as possible with the available
resources.
The digital nature of online information, Baker said, lends itself to relatively easy
translation into audible, tactile and Braille formats. He said tools are available to make the
information accessible to people who are blind or visually impaired.
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Many students and faculty and staff members use such tools already. Disability Services
for Students and the MonTech Program, both located on campus, provide consulting services
to match people with the equipment they need.
Baker said that as online information becomes more graphics-orientated, Web pages
contain more and more separate, independent, non-sequential elements that are becoming
increasingly difficult for access tools to interpret.
“When we access a Web page visually,” he said, “we see the whole page at once, and
we can choose the order in which we navigate through the page elements. Screen-reading
software and switch-operated access tools move through the page sequentially, and that order is
not necessarily the most effective or understandable way to access the information.”
He also notes that graphics and photos are not accessible to a viewers who is blind
unless designers label images with tags.
“On a similar note, folks who are deaf cannot hear information delivered via sound,”
he said, “and while providing the same information onscreen is easily done, many developers
don’t do so.”
Baker’s past UM assignments have included developing, editing and publishing an
8,000-circulation Montana disability tabloid; editing the Montana Forest and Conservation
Station’s professional publications; developing, writing and producing BANNER Finance
training materials; and editing a campus newsletter, The Bruin. He most recently served as
Information Officer for UM Business Services.
For more information, call Baker at 243-2253 or e-mail bakern@mso.umt.edu.
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